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"THE COMMERCIAL  ELEMENTS in book-collect- 
ing are collectors, dealers and institutional libraries (auction houses 
are merely a mechanical convenience) ." Thus the Sandars Reader in 
Bibliography in the University of Cambridge in the year 1947, with 
that propensity to sweeping generalization which is apt to beset the 
layman temporarily entrusted with an academic pulpit. I was taken 
to task, I remember, for this disparaging reference to the sale-room 
by Charles des Graz of Sotheby's, one of the ablest men even to adorn 
his profession. I think he thought I was biased by twenty years in the 
rare book business. But today, after five years' experience on the other 
side of the rostrum, I am unrepentant. 
Booksellers can, and some do, influence both taste and technique in 
book-collecting: actively by what they buy and try to sell, passively 
by what they decide (rightly or wrongly) that their customers will 
have no use for. Book buyers, whether librarians or private collectors, 
can, and many do, influence the rare book trade: actively by what 
they buy and what they ask for, passively by what they do not. The 
auctioneer can have very little effective influence on either party, for 
he is only the agent for an owner of a book or a collection of books 
which that owner wishes to sell and which the auction house provides 
the opportunity for someone else to buy. 
At one end of this operation, of course, a good auction house will 
give of its best in advice to the owner as to whether this is a good 
moment to sell this particular material; for it is the auctioneer's busi- 
ness to be keenly aware of the trends of taste (and of fashion) as 
they are, or may be expected to be, expressed in terms of price under 
the hammer. Today, to take some obvious examples, he could reassure 
an owner about the market for early scientific books, color-plate 
flower and bird books, Western Americana, collections of publishers' 
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correspondence, modern literary manuscripts, writing-books, first edi- 
tions of the metaphysical poets, and presentation copies of John Betje- 
man's works. On the other hand he would advise holding (if the 
owner or estate can wait) first editions of Fielding or Shelley, Dickens 
or Thackeray or Meredith, Tennyson or Edwin Arlington Robinson, in 
the hope that these authors will one day return to bibliophilic favor. 
He will at all times have to tell owners of sets of Stillingfleet's Sermons, 
collected editions of Bulwer Lytton, and Bibles "almost a hundred 
years old," that the case is hopeless. 
At the other end of the operation he will engage in the owner's 
interest his catalogers' best abilities (consistent with that race against 
time which is the occupational disease of auction houses) in the de- 
scription of properties consigned; the experienced machinery of his 
organization in promoting their sale; and his own skill on the rostrum 
in getting the best price possible. In the interest of prospective bid- 
ders, on whose confidence and good will both he and his clients ulti- 
mately depend, he will observe (in London at any rate) a studied 
sobriety in description and promotion, and standards of precision and 
of scrupulous care in attribution much beyond his strictly limited legal 
warranty. Besides general advice to an owner, he can sometimes, when 
making a selection from a library for sale, pick out deliberately a few 
dark horses which he believes might do well if given their heads on 
a fashionable course. And beyond expressing his opinion to pros- 
pective buyers by means of the degree of prominence or emphasis 
given to one lot in the catalog over another, he can sometimes, by 
bringing a special degree of scholarship or authority to bear on his 
cataloging in some particular category, encourage or even stimulate 
a trend in that direction. For example, the notable renaissance in the 
department of fine bindings, which owes much indeed to the work of 
E. Ph. Goldschmidt, J. B. Oldham, Ernst Kyriss, L. M. Michon and 
H. M. Nixon, owes much also to the expertise of the Hobsons, pdre et 
fils, at Sotheby's. Nevertheless, the influence which an auction house 
can deliberately exert on the movements of taste or of the market is 
severely limited by the impartial character of its function. 
Yet, beyond the fact that "a mere mechanical convenience" is still 
a convenience, the auction room performs two important and valuable 
services to the bibliophile community: a community of which insti- 
tutional libraries and their librarians are becoming every year a more 
powerful component. I t  provides a continuous barometer of prices- 
or, if you prefer, a continuous fever-chart of bibliomania. It  also pro- 
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vides something which professional librarians perhaps relish less than 
collectors and dealers: color, romance, and excitement; surprises, up- 
sets and disappointments; landmarks, records and historic occasions. 
"People say that life is the thing," wrote my old friend Logan Pearsall 
Smith, "but I prefer reading"; and Academe inclines to agree with 
him. On the other hand another old friend, Dean Acheson, once ob- 
served (in a rather different context, it is true) that "Tension is bad 
for people with weak nerves, but very little is accomplished without 
it." I t  is a prime function of the auction room to generate tension, to 
add spice to life. 
I know this factor in bibliophil~ is not measurable by the Dewey 
system. I realize that an institutional librarian who is seen with his 
tongue hanging out is likely to get it officially cut off. The Library of 
Congress catalog card no doubt has a slot for provenance; but it 
cannot, in recording that this is "the Coningsby-Locksley Hall-Hent- 
zau-Casamassima-D'Urberville copy" of the Aldine Polifilo on vellum, 
in richly gilt morocco by Claude de  Picques, recapture the smell 
of excitement at the climax of the D'Urberville sale, when G-ld- 
schm-dt, acting for the P--rp-nt M-rg-n Library, outbid R-s-nb-ch, 
who was thought to have gone far beyond the commission entrusted 
to him by Y-le. It  ought, I think, to be mandatory upon all institu- 
tional libraries to send every member of the staff of their accessions 
division to a major auction sale (by  which of course I mean preferably 
a sale at Sotheby's) at least once a year. 
Since the junior member of that staff may not be entirely clear 
how a book auction works, he will be well advised, before he starts 
off, to do what ought by now to be routine in any question about book- 
collecting: viz, look under "Auctions" in that indispensable com-
pendium, ABC for Book-Collectors. But in case some colleague has 
borrowed his own copy, I have secured permission to quote the entry 
here. (The text is that of the third, revised, edition.) 
(1)The description of books, MSS., fine bindings, etc., in sale 
catalogues varies widely in fullness, precision and authority. Exclud- 
ing the sometimes lavish productions of Continental houses, the most 
consistently dressy catalogues have of late years been those of the 
Parke-Bernet Galleries in New York, which are designed to appeal as 
much (or more) to private buyers as to the trade. hlore reserved in 
style, but seldom falling short of a conscientious standard of pre-
cision, are those of Sotheby's, the largest book-auction house in Lon- 
don. Hodgson's are the only auctioneers in London dealing exclusively 
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in books and cognate material, whereas Christies' book sales are a 
minor department of the firm's business. The catalogues of the pro- 
vincial auctioneers, who are normally selling books as part of a mixed 
property, are often notably uninformative, especially as to the contents 
of bundled lots; and although legal warranty for the accuracy of de- 
scriptions of the lots offered is carefully restricted throughout the 
auction business as a whole. it is naturallv a livelier issue in sales for 
which the catalogue makes no pretence to expertness. Yet the collector 
who contemplates bidding at an auction without professional advice 
would do well first to ponder the conditions of sale printed in every 
auction catalogue, which vary from firm to firm, and sometimes from 
sale to sale by the same firm; and then to remember that the return 
of any lot not actually incomplete or seriously misdescribed will be 
a matter of grace, not of right. 
The better auction houses, of course, take care to describe their 
offerings accurately, since 'returns' are just as much of a nuisance to 
them as to the buyer. Despite occasional lapses, their cataloguers do 
their best to keep abreast of bibliographical research. And the annota- 
tion of important lots is often of a thoroughly scholarly character. . . . 
Indeed, catalogues of famous libraries sold at auction . . . have taken 
their place as indispensable reference books on the shelves, not only of 
booksellers and collectors, but also of scholars and librarians. 
( 2 )  Yet bidding at auction-any auction-is subject to many haz- 
ards besides the one well known in old wives' tales: that of the inno- 
cent bystander who nods his head without thinking and has a white 
e l e~han t  knocked down to him. This risk. if no other. can be avoided 
by entrusting one's bid to the auctioneer, who will execute it without 
-
commission, but also, of course, without assuming any additional war- 
ranty or exercising any such special discretion as is implicit in the 
employment of an agent. 
There is the psychological risk: that one may be carried away by 
competitive fever. There is the economic fallacy: that any book bought 
at  auction must be a bargain-a fallacy based on the supposition that 
all prices at auction sales are as it were wholesale, and that by buying 
in the rooms one cuts out the middleman (i.e. the bookseller). There 
is the risk of failure to realise that, while a bookseller guarantees his 
offerings, the rule in the auction room is caveat emptor. For once the 
hammer has fallen, the lot is yours; and if you find, when you get 
vour books home, that one has been re-cased. another is not the first 
issue, while a third is not as fine a copy as 'you had imagined, you 
will remember too late that the onus of satisfying yourself on these 
points has throughout been understood to be yours and not the auc- 
tioneer's. 
Veteran collectors can, and sometimes do, bid for themselves with- 
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out burning their fingers. They have examined their lots with care, 
they know what each book is worth (and also what they may have to 
pay, which is often not at all the same thing), and they are ready to 
pit their knowledge and sale-room tactics against those of the book- 
sellers. Perhaps they simply enjoy an exhilarating session in the rooms. 
But they are still in a small minority; for most experienced collectors 
have concluded that they are more likely to get the lots they want, 
and get them at reasonable prices, if they entrust their bids to a 
chosen bookseller. Many collectors and institutional librarians employ 
a regular agent for their auction business in each city. If not, in select- 
ing their man for a particular bid they will probably have regard not 
only to his knowledge and judgment, but also (especially in the more 
specialised fields) to the advantage of eliminating a likely competitor 
by making him their agent. 
The normal commission charged by booksellers for executing bids 
at auction is ten per cent, which may seem expensive for a well-known 
and bibliographically uncomplicated book of high but stable market 
value-one, that is, which does not involve much expert examination 
or much expert estimation of price. But over a series of transactions 
'on commission,' the bookseller will probably engage a great deal more 
professional skill and spend a great deal more time in his customer's 
interest than is adequately repaid by his ten per cent. This of course is 
payable only on successful bids; yet for the lots on which he is out- 
bid he will have provided equally full service-in advice as to the 
probable price, in collntion and appraisal of the material, in attend- 
ance (often with wearisome waiting between lots) at the sale and in 
the highly skilled business of the actual bidding. 
The novice collector does well to recognise that in a bookshop there 
is a strong bond of common interest across the counter, but that in the 
sale-room every man's hand (except the auctioneer's) is against him. 
If he is a man of spirit, he may relish the encounter; hoping to beat 
the professionals at their own game and prepared to take a few 
knocks in the process. Yet if he is a man of sense, he will only do so 
after careful reconnaissance, and then with his eyes wide open. 
( 3 )  Prices in the auction room, as listed in the annual records, can 
be misleading unless they are carefully interpreted. For a reasonably 
common book-one, that is, of which a copy or two turns up at auc- 
tion every year-the records provide a general idea of the level or 
trend of prices; and when, as often, these seem to fluctuate wildly, 
it must be remembered that one copy may have been in brilliant 
condition and the next one a cripple-a crucial difference which the 
abbreviated style of these records cannot be expected to make clear. 
For rarer books the occasional entries will, of course, provide some 
idea of the ruling price; but the more infrequent they are, the greater 
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the need to consider the usually invisible factors-condition (as al- 
ways); but also, was this an important sale, when prices tend to be 
high? Or did the copy come up at the fag end of a miscellaneous one, 
when even booksellers tend to be wearv and uninterested? Were there 
perhaps two keen collectors after the same lot, and therefore two ex- 
ceptionally high commissions given? Or was this, by contrast, the 
purchase of a prudent bookseller buying for stock? Was there some 
point about the book, unmentioned in the sale catalogues (the source 
of the entry), which would account by its presence for a high price or 
by its absence for a low one? It  is also, of course, necessary to take 
into account the date when the price was reached. For example, prices 
were very high in certain categories (e.g. eighteenth century literature, 
the Romantics, modern first editions) during the 1920's. Prices across 
the board were low during the early and middle 1930's. Prices in 
many departments have risen steadily, in some sharply (e.g. science 
and medicine, colour-plate bird and flower books, modern literary 
manuscripts and correspondence) during the past 10 or 15 years. 
Moreover, an American considering a price record in sterling does 
well to remember that the dollar rate fluctuated from time to time in 
the decades before the pound was devalued (in 1949) to its present 
figure of $2.80. 
-
In short, the auction records have to be used with caution even 
for their main purpose, which is to give prices. As for the bibliographi- 
cal information provided, at least by the two English series, it should 
be treated with even greater caution; for it is abbreviated (not always 
intelligibly) from notes in the auctioneers' catalogues, which are them- 
selves drawn from all sorts of sources-and have occasionally been 
known to include the happy excursions into bibliographical theory 
and the optimistic estimates of rarity which some collectors pencil on 
the flyleaves of their favourite books. Even the most responsible auc- 
tioneers, it will be recalled, are very careful to limit their assumption 
of warranty; and their cataloguers, however expert, are almost always 
working against time. 
( 4 )  In conclusion, a few miscellaneous notes. The ownership of 
substantial or important properties sold at auction is usually disclosed. 
But the majority of sales in the principal London book-auction rooms 
are made up of various properties, and a good many of these are apt 
to be anonymous. This cloaking of ownership, which conceals a book's 
immediate provenance, is sometimes due to the modesty of the con- 
signor (e.g. 'The Property of a Nobleman Resident Abroad', 'The 
Property of a Lady'), or the disinclination of a well-known collector 
to be identified with the books he is discarding. More often it is simply 
that the property is not large enough, nor the owner's name important 
enough, to justify a separate entry. 
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A proportion of these anonymous properties, however, will come 
from some bookseller's stock: either because he has bought a library 
containing a mass of books outside his field; or because he has had 
certain books in stock for a long time and is tired of offering them 
unsuccessfully; or finally because he judges that some particular book 
will fetch a better price at auction than he could get for it in his 
shop. (He may wish to reach a wider public than his own catalogue 
list; or he may have his eye on a collector who prefers buying at 
auction to buying from a bookseller.) 
Then it must be realised that (in England) the vendor may have 
put a reserve on a lot, below which he is unwilling that it should be 
sold. The reserve figure has to be agreed with the auctioneer, who 
will treat it like any other bid committed to him by a would-be buyer 
and will bid from the rostrum. ( I t  is illegal to put a reserve on a lot 
and then bid it up oneself or employ an agent to do so.) Lots which 
fail to reach the reserve and are knocked down to the owner (always 
under some assumed name) are said to be bought in; and the owner- 
purchaser will pay the auctioneer's commission, usually on a reduced 
scale. The last unsuccessful bidder on a lot at auction is known as the 
under-bidder or the runner-up. 
Since it may be a year or two before my recommendation for send- 
ing accessions divisions staff members to auction sales is adopted by 
the American Library Association, and since indeed even Canarsie 
University cannot be expected to be shooting at pedigreed copies of 
aristocratic incunabula every day, it behoves us to consider things 
as they are, and at a more mundane level. I shall assume that the 
libraries in which my readers are employed subscribe to the catalogs 
of at least the principal book auction houses of the United States and 
of Europe. I shall assume that these are scanned on receipt, and the 
library's desiderata marked; and since run-of-the-mill second hand 
books will not normally be sought by a library in the auction room, 
I shall further assume that we are thinking of items of some conse- 
quence and perhaps of some rarity. Thus far, auction catalogs are 
being treated exactly like booksellers' catalogs coming into the li- 
brary. But in respect of the latter the question then to be decided by 
the competent authority-and the cannier booksellers know to a 
dollar where, in any important university library, the accessions 
chiefs, and where the librarian's, discretionary powers end, entailing 
reference to some board or committee-the question is simply whether 
this copy is a sensible buy at this marked price (less, presumably, that 
library discount ) . 
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With an auction catalog it is otherwise. The book or manuscript or 
map or broadside or autograph letter in question may be described 
with equal precision, even if, in London at  any rate, with less color. 
But the item cannot be ordered on approval, and the price will not 
be known till the hammer falls. If, then, it has been decided that the 
library should go after it, how is the amount of the bid to be fixed, 
and how is the bidding to be handled? On the answers to these 
questions will, across the board and in the long run, depend the 
health of that "relationship" between the library world and the 
auction room which it is my assignment to consider. 
When I was discussing acquisition problems at a not unimportant 
or inactive university library recently, those in charge explained to me 
that they were unable to bid at auction at all. Each single expenditure, 
it seemed, had to be authorized by an echelon of state officials; and 
while these were always ready to sign a properly approved requisition 
for a specified amount, the machinery made no provision for an un- 
specified amount. And such, being literal-minded men, the officials 
considered an auction bid to be. My advice to the librarian was 
simple: file a requisition for twice the amount you propose to bid, 
and either put the change into an emergency purchasing fund or go 
back to the treasurer after the sale and tell him how clever you have 
been to get the book for half price (or  of course even less). I do not 
know whether my advice has been taken, and I dare say this particular 
library was not a representative case, even among the comparative 
newcomers in the rare book and manuscript race. But I do know 
from my travels (in forty-four states of the Union by now) that the 
problem of bidding at auction is often a vexing one to a university 
librarian. And I do not wonder. 
First of all, he may be under the illusion (for such I think i t )  that 
he ought to economize on an agent's commission and do his bidding 
direct with the auction house. This may seem, superficially, easier if 
the sale is at Parke-Bernet in New York rather than at Sotheby's or 
the Hotel Drouot: not because New York is, in terms of modern 
communications, any closer than London or Paris, but because New 
York cataloging and promotional techniques have been, since the 
gay and gaudy days of Mitchell Kennerley at  the old Anderson Gal- 
leries, steadily beamed at the private or institutional buyer, over the 
heads of the booksellers. This, among other things, costs the owner 
nearly twice as much in auction charges, which is why so many 
American collections are nowadays being sent to London for sale. 
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But it puts the New York auction house under a heavier obligation in 
such matters as the answering of further inquiries about some par- 
ticular lot, the provision of estimates, and other peripheral services 
rendered without charge. Continental auction houses regularly issue 
printed lists of estimates. London practice is to provide them only on 
request. But if the librarian and his advisers need the auctioneer's 
assistance in arriving at an efficacious bid, he can get it from any of 
them. If he does not know it, he should be warned that New York and 
Continental estimates are customarily optimistic, while Sotheby's are 
as a matter of policy conservative-sometimes, I have thought, too 
conservative. 
The fact is, however, that all auction houses are always working 
under heavy pressure. They are not, and they cannot be, geared to 
take care of all those requirements of the individual purchaser, be he 
private or institutional, which are legitimately expected of a book- 
seller. If you, as the prospective bidder, are on the spot you can (and 
should) go and inspect, and if necessary collate, your quarry. You can 
also take the price-temperature, which often moves sharply and fast 
when the books go on view. But if you are far away you cannot expect 
much more detail from the auction house than is in the catalog; and 
you cannot expect daily revisions of a cabled or airmailed response to 
your request for an estimate. If, when the time comes, you have en- 
trusted your bid to the auctioneer, it will be executed with perfect 
fidelity in the strictest confidence; but it will of necessity be executed 
without any elasticity. Moreover if, when you have secured your book, 
you find that there is anything so wrong with it as to justify returning 
it as imperfect, the fourteen days' grace will probably have elapsed. 
Even if the practice of most experienced collectors and most 
worldly-wise rare book librarians had not for years endorsed it, I 
should still consider that the path of wisdom is to entrust your bid 
to a trusted agent on the spot. It  then becomes his duty to see that 
the book conforms to the catalog description, to advise you on its 
condition, to give you his own opinion on the expectable price and 
report the local consensus, to cable you at the last moment if he 
judges that the bid you have given him is not going to be good enough. 
He will handle your bid or bids at the sale, which can sometimes be 
a very delicate operation. If he senses, when he has reached the limit, 
that one more bid or even two more bids will win the lot, he will use 
his discretion-to a degree based on his knowledge of the item and 
his experience of his client's likely reaction to the alternative of having 
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to pay more than he bargained for or losing the book. He will "clear" 
the lots secured after the sale, and ship them to you, and pay for 
them within the stipulated thirty days, billing you in due course. If 
collation of the book discloses some unnoticed imperfection, he will 
deal with the question of return. If the book is important enough to 
require (from England or France) an export license, he will apply 
for it on your behalf. All this he does for 10 per cent (or  sometimes, 
by special arrangement, for less). And three-quarters of it he will 
have done for nothing if someone outbids him for the book. To me, 
it has always seemed a very cheap rate of insurance. 
The librarian (or the private collector) who decides to use an agent 
for his auction bidding has often been heard to ask one question to 
which, as far as I know, there is no answer in the book or rules. When 
Issue Editor Hellmut Lehmann-Haupt was cajoling me into writing 
this article, he phrased it thus: "what does a rare book dealer do if 
he is asked by more than one customer to bid for the same item at a 
given auction?" I cannot speak for the entire antiquarian book trade 
of our two countries ( I  could not get an answer out of H. P. Kraus 
Company). [H. P. Kraus usually buys for his own stock. He so rarely 
executes bids for others that any answer to this question of overlapping 
commissions would have to be a purely academic and hence meaning- 
less one.-Editor's Note.] I imagine that practice varies. But the few 
replies to a letter of inquiry addressed to The Clique, the principal 
English trade periodical, confirmed my impression that the usual 
practice in England at any rate is for the bookseller to decline a 
second bid if an equal or a higher one has already been accepted, 
explaining that he is already committed; and if the higher bid arrives 
second, to inform the first would-be bidder of the fact, without dis- 
closing the amount. An even more scrupulous formula came from an 
English country bookseller. "I regretfully refuse the second com-
mission to bid," he wrote-regardless, it seems of its perhaps being 
higher-"and refer the prospective purchaser to another bookseller. 
A man cannot serve two masters and it is not the bookseller's duty 
to conduct a private auction, nor to reveal to either party the existence 
of another bidder." There will be occasions, no doubt, when a second 
bid arrives too late for the bookseller to advise either party. He  will 
then have to treat them exactly as they would be treated if they had 
been entrusted to the auction house (which locks each bid up till 
sale day, saying nothing to anybody): that is to say, if A's bid is $100 




The big-time book-auction business has always been concentrated 
in a handful of metropolitan centers. An occasional sale in Phila- 
delphia or Chicago or San Francisco or Edinburgh or Dublin may 
rate inclusion in the annual records, but to all intents and purposes 
the English-speaking world depends on London and New York. Be- 
tween the Hoe sale of 1911 and the late 'forties the dispersals of 
great collections were fairly evenly divided between the two cities; 
for if the libraries of stately homes came to Bond Street, the current 
American practice of giving collections away and taking a tax-de-
duction had not then started to impoverish the top soil of connoisseur- 
ship, and great collections like Clawson, Kern, Spoor, Terry, Newton, 
Hogan, Wilmerding, and Bishop came back into circulation via 
Madison Avenue-to which, indeed, such famous British collections 
as Buxton Forman and Lothian were also attracted by the boom prices 
of the 1920's. 
The past decade, however, seems to have restored London in gen- 
eral and Sotheby's in particular to that position of pre-eminence 
which had been undisputed in the nineteenth century. I do not recall 
a single European library or collection of any importance being sent 
to New York for sale since 1930; while since 1954, when the British 
Treasury lifted the wartime currency restrictions on books and works 
of art, half a dozen considerable American collections have been con- 
signed to London. Indeed, the steady decrease in the volume of im-
portant libraries (other than of Western Americana) which have been 
coming into the sale room in New York reached such a point two 
years ago that the editor of American Book Prices Current, that excel- 
lent annual record, was constrained to include London sale prices as 
well, by way of makeweight. And anyone who cares to look at the 
introductions to the last two volumes of ABPC and compare the 
annual turnover of the principal book-auction houses in the two 
cities can read the story plain enough. The figures for the 1959-60 
season, for printed books, manuscripts, and autograph letters and 
documsnts, and prints, were: 
Parke-Bernet, New York 
13 sales 
Sotheby's, London 
29 sales, books and MSS.: 







I have concentrated here, for comparison, on the principal book auc- 
tion house in each city, excluding Christies' and Hodgson's in London 
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(£49,878 and £58,754, respectively), and the handful of minor 
houses in New York. 
It  would be hypocritical, in view of my association with Sotheby's, 
to pretend that I regret the undoubted fact that London is nowadays 
securing a much larger share of the cake (not only in the book field 
but in the fine arts field as a whole). We have worked hard to get it, 
and I believe we earn it. What I do regret, and here my friends at 
Parke-Bernet would unfeignedly agree with me, is that the cake itself 
is shrinking fast, and mostly in the American sector. "If the great c01- 
lections of the past had not been sold," said Robert Hoe, one of the 
giants among American collectors, "where would I have found my 
books?" I am aware that I am addressing a library audience. But I 
shall not therefore refrain from adapting his words to the predicament 
of the potential Robert Hoe of 1970: If the great collections of today 
are almost all destined for institutional libraries, where am I going to 
find my books? 
